1. Introduction
===============

Intracerebral hemorrhage (ICH) is a critical disease, and acute kidney injury (AKI) is a common and serious disorder in critically ill patients that confers a high risk of chronic kidney disease (CKD) that may progress to end-stage renal disease (ESRD) and death.^\[[@R1]--[@R4]\]^ A few studies have suggested that AKI is a more common complication in patients with ICH than in those with other types of stroke. However, the data relating AKI risk with ICH are limited.^\[[@R5],[@R6]\]^ Despite increased knowledge regarding the management of critically ill patients, the major obstacle to improving the clinical prognoses of patients with ICH and AKI is the inability to recognize patients at high risk of developing AKI and then to provide early-stage interventions. Despite its limitations, serum creatinine levels remain the clinical parameter used to define AKI. In fact, a rise in the serum creatinine level may not truly reflect kidney damage due to the many confounding factors, such as age, sex, muscle mass, and others. In early-stage AKI, nephron damage may precede changes in serum creatinine levels^\[[@R7]--[@R10]\]^; therefore, a new biomarker that predicts early-stage kidney injury is needed.

β2-microglobulin (β2-MG) is an 11.8 kDa, nonglycosylated polypeptide that is present in all nucleated cells^\[[@R11],[@R12]\]^ and is not affected by sex or age.^\[[@R13],[@R14]\]^ As a low molecular-weight protein, β2-MG is released into circulation at a constant rate, freely filtered by the glomeruli, and completely reabsorbed and catabolized in the renal tubules. These properties may make it an ideal endogenous biomarker for estimating the glomerular filtration rate.^\[[@R13],[@R15],[@R16]\]^ Several studies found that the β2-MG level is a novel, early predictor of AKI in critically ill children,^\[[@R17]\]^ renal allograft patients,^\[[@R18]\]^ and liver transplant patients.^\[[@R19]\]^ Furthermore, clinical studies have investigated β2-MG as a useful biomarker for predicting poor outcomes in patients with kidney (eg, ESRD) and cardiovascular diseases.^\[[@R20]--[@R22]\]^

Thus, the present study attempted to characterize the risk association between β2-MG levels and the incidence of AKI in patients with ICH in the neurosurgical intensive care unit (NICU). We hypothesized that β2-MG is an independent indicator of AKI in patients with ICH and suggests patient prognoses.

2. Materials and methods
========================

2.1. Study design
-----------------

This single-center, prospective, observational study included all patients, 18 to 90 years old, experiencing spontaneous, nontraumatic ICH admitted to the NICU of Zhongnan Hospital, Wuhan University, between January 1, 2015 and December 31, 2016. All patients who remained in the NICU for \>48 hours and demonstrated symptom onset within 24 hours were enrolled. We excluded patients with histories of kidney transplantation, pre-existing hemodialysis or peritoneal dialysis, and missing serum creatinine data.

This study was approved by the hospital\'s ethics committee, and informed consent was obtained from each study participant.

2.2. Definitions
----------------

The kidney disease improving global outcomes (KDIGO) 2012 creatinine criteria were used to define and stage the severity of AKI.^\[[@R23]\]^ The estimated glomerular filtration rate (eGFR) was determined using the baseline plasma creatinine level and calculated using the modification of diet in renal disease formula^\[[@R24]\]^; this equation is clinically valuable for estimating GFRs in adult patients with stable kidney status.^\[[@R25]\]^ Baseline serum creatinine levels were measured on the first day of hospitalization as was each patient\'s acute physiology and chronic health evaluation II (APACHE II) score, widely used to describe the severity of disease and evaluate the prognoses of critically ill patients.^\[[@R26]\]^ CKD was diagnosed if the patient had an eGFR of \<60 mL/min/1.73 m^2^) for \>3 months before hospital admission, according to the Clinical Practice Guideline for Chronic Kidney Disease.^\[[@R27]\]^ Brain hemorrhages, occurring at \>2 sites, were detected using computed tomography. Anemia was defined as hemoglobin levels \<120 g/L (males) or \<110 g/L (females).

2.3. Data collection
--------------------

The collected patient data included patient demographics (age, sex), pre-existing co-morbidities (diabetes, hypertension, coronary artery disease, chronic kidney disease), Glasgow Coma Scale and APACHE II scores (determined using validated methods and data from the admission physical exams), the site(s) of ICH-related bleeding determined using computed tomography (basal ganglia, frontal cortex, temporal lobe, parietal lobe, thalamus, multiple brain hemorrhages), serum creatinine values recorded upon NICU admission and routinely until discharge, blood samples upon NICU admission and before the start of treatment, and clinical outcomes (length of NICU stay, AKI occurrence, in-hospital mortality, 1-year mortality).

2.4. Biomarker measurements
---------------------------

Venous blood samples were obtained in plasma collection tubes; β2-MG concentrations were then determined in the central laboratory of Zhongnan Hospital, using a solid-phase, 2-site, chemiluminescent immunometric assay (Siemens Healthcare, Erlangen, Germany). The diagnostic ranges were established by the manufacturer, with serum β2-MG levels of 1000 to 3000 μg/L considered normal. The laboratory investigators were blinded to patient outcomes.

2.5. Outcomes
-------------

The primary outcome was the occurrence of AKI, diagnosed using the KDIGO criteria. Secondary outcomes were in-hospital mortality and all-cause mortality between admission and the 1-year follow up. The post-admission complications that were tracked included blood-stream infections, pulmonary infections, wound infections, need for mechanical ventilation, deep venous thrombosis, and death.

2.6. Statistical analysis
-------------------------

We used classification and regression trees (CART) and Chi-square automatic interaction detection (CHAID) to divide patients into 2 groups according to their β2-MG values and clinical outcomes. Continuous variables are presented as means and standard deviations or as medians and interquartile ranges. These variables were analyzed using 2-sample *t* tests or Mann--Whitney *U*-tests. Categorical variables, expressed as frequencies and percentages, were compared using the Chi-square test, as appropriate. The associations between β2-MG levels and clinical outcomes were first evaluated using a receiver operating characteristic (ROC) curve analysis to obtain a β2-MG cut-off value. To explore the predictive value of the β2-MG level for predicting AKI and mortality, we calculated the area under the curve (AUC) and recorded the sensitivity and specificity of the value and its corresponding 95% confidence interval (CI). The odds ratio (OR) and 95% CI were calculated using multivariable logistic regression analyses to assess the impact of β2-MG levels on AKI prediction. A univariate Cox logistic regression was used to determine mortality risk factors and identify the statistically significant variables for inclusion in the multivariable Cox proportional hazards analysis. This analysis was used to detect the independent indicators of NICU patient prognoses. The Kaplan--Meier survival analysis and log-rank tests were used to determine the association of β2-MG levels with 1-year mortality. In this study, we analyzed β2-MG levels as both continuous and categorical variables. A 2-tailed *P*-value \<.05 was considered statistically significant; all analyses were performed using SPSS for Windows, version 22.0 (SPSS, Chicago, IL).

3. Results
==========

3.1. Patient characteristics
----------------------------

Within the study period, 447 adult patients with ICH were screened for inclusion into this study. After applying the exclusion criteria, 403 patients (237 men, 166 women; median age, 59 \[IQR, 50--69\] years) were ultimately included in the analyses (Fig. [1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}). The locations of the ICH lesions were the basal ganglia (170 patients, 42.2%), brain lobe (82 patients, 20.3%), thalamus (51 patients, 12.7%), multiple brain locations (34 patients, 8.4%), brainstem (29 patients, 7.2%), intraventricular area (19 patients, 4.7%), cerebellum (18 patients, 4.2%).

![Flow chart for patient enrollment in the study. AKI = acute kidney injury, ICH = intracerebral hemorrhage, NICU = neurosurgical intensive care unit.](medi-99-e19212-g001){#F1}

3.2. β2-MG as a predictor of AKI
--------------------------------

In the study, AKI developed in 142 patients (35.2%), including 89 (22.1%) with stage 1 AKI, 23 (5.7%) with stage 2, and 30 (7.4%) with stage 3 disease. The patients were grouped according to the presence/absence of AKI. Patients with AKI had higher levels of serum creatinine, blood glucose, blood urea nitrogen, uric acid, and β2-MG; they also demonstrated higher leukocyte numbers, a higher mean arterial pressure, and lower serum bicarbonate concentrations. AKI was also more frequent in those with histories of chronic kidney disease or diabetes. In the AKI group, compared with the non-AKI group, the admission APACHE II scores were markedly higher while the Glasgow Coma Scale scores were lower. AKI was more likely to occur in patients with infections and in those who had undergone surgeries or used loop diuretics. Compared with those with AKI, patients without AKI were more frequently exposed to contrast media; the histories of mannitol exposure were similar between the groups (Table [1](#T1){ref-type="table"}).

###### 

Baseline characteristics of AKI and NAKI patients.

![](medi-99-e19212-g002)

Figure [2](#F2){ref-type="fig"} shows that as β2-MG levels increased, so did the risk of developing AKI. The relationship between AKI incidence and serum β2-MG levels was further investigated using multivariate regression. Higher circulating levels of β2-MG were associated with increased AKI risk, after adjusting for other variables. CART and CHAID were used to divide patients with ICH into 2 groups, according to their β2-MG values. Compared with the group with β2-MG levels ≤2123.50 μg/L, the prevalence of AKI (OR, 3.024; 95% CI, 1.504--6.079; *P* = .002) was higher in the group with β2-MG levels \>2123.50 μg/L (Table [3](#T3){ref-type="table"}). Furthermore, the β2-MG level measured on the first day of admission was an independent indicator of AKI when we analyzed the β2-MG level as a continuous variable in the regression model (OR, 1.068; 95% CI, 1.029--1.109; *P* \< 001) (Table [2](#T2){ref-type="table"}). In an attempt to predict AKI, we used the ROC curve analysis to calculate the optimal β2-MG cut-off; the cut-off value was determined to be 2026.85 μg/L (AUC, 0.712; 95% CI, 0.652--0.772), with a sensitivity of 57.5% and specificity of 79.4%. In the current study, the best cut-off value for the admission APACHE II score for predicting AKI was 17.5 (AUC, 0.823; 95% CI, 0.781--0.864) (Fig. [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}A).

![The prevalance of AKI in ICH patients, grouped according to the β2-MG level below or above of 2123.5 ug/L. AKI = acute kidney injury, ICH = intracerebral hemorrhage.](medi-99-e19212-g003){#F2}

###### 

Univariate and multivariate logistic regression analysis of the ability of β2-MG to predict AKI when analyzed as a continuous variable.

![](medi-99-e19212-g004)

![ROC analysis of β2-MG, APACHE II score, and β2-MG plus APACHE II score for AKI detection (A), in-hospital mortality (B) and 1-yr mortality (C) in all ICH patients in NICU. AKI = acute kidney injury, APACHEII = acute physiology and chronic health evaluationn ICH = intracerebral hemorrhage, NICU = neurosurgical intensive care unit, ROC = receiver operating characteristic.](medi-99-e19212-g005){#F3}

###### 

Univariate and multivariate logistic regression analysis of the ability of β2-MG to predict AKI when analyzed as a categorical variable.
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3.3. β2-MG as a predictor of mortality
--------------------------------------

During their hospitalizations, 84 (20.8%) patients died, including 31 (7.7%) in the β2-MG ≤2123.50 μg/L group and 53 (13.1%) in the β2-MG \>2123.50 μg/L group. A univariate Cox proportional hazards analysis revealed that high β2-MG levels significantly increased the probability of in-hospital mortality. Further, high β2-MG levels were closely associated with in-hospital mortality, remaining significant after adjusting for age, sex, anemia, leukocyte count, blood glucose level, uric acid level, blood urea nitrogen level, prealbumin level, serum calcium level, and APACHE II scores (HR, 1.010; 95% CI, 1.001--1.020; *P* = .045) (Table [4](#T4){ref-type="table"}). The in-hospital mortality risk in the high β2-MG group remained higher than that in the low β2-MG group even when β2-MG was analyzed as a categorical variable (HR, 2.397; 95% CI, 1.223--4.698; *P* = .011) (Table [5](#T5){ref-type="table"}). The AUCs for the APACHE II and β2-MG ROC curves for predicting of in-hospital mortality were 0.801 (95% CI, 0.745--0.856) and 0.767 (95% CI, 0.704--0.830), respectively (Fig. [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}B).

###### 

Cox proportional hazards analysis of the ability of β2-MG to predict in-hospital mortality when analyzed as a continuous variable.
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###### 

Cox proportional hazards analysis of the ability of β2-MG to predict in-hospital mortality when analyzed as a categorical variable.
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The median follow-up time for the overall cohort was 9.1 (range, 3.4--11.2) months, with a total of 115 patients (28.5%) dying within 1 year of NICU admission. The Cox proportional hazards analysis of 1-year mortalities is presented in Tables [6](#T6){ref-type="table"} and [7](#T7){ref-type="table"}. The 1-year mortality rate was significantly higher among patients with high β2-MG levels than in those with low β2-MG levels (HR, 1.014; 95% CI, 1.005--1.022; *P* = .001). Further, the β2-MG level was a meaningful prognostic indicator of 1-year mortality (HR, 2.815; 95% CI, 1.568--5.051; *P* = .001), with a cut-off of 2014.7 μg/L being useful for predicting 1-year mortality (AUC, 0.788; 95% CI, 0.734--0.842) (Fig. [3](#F3){ref-type="fig"}C). The Kaplan--Meier survival curves, stratified by β2-MG level and AKI stage, are presented in Figure [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}, further demonstrating the ability of the β2-MG level to predict the 1-year mortality of patients with ICH in the NICU. The 1-year mortality rate was higher in patients with stage 2--3 AKI than in those without AKI or with stage 1 disease (log rank, *P* \< .001) (Fig. [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}A); patients in the low β2-MG group also had a significantly lower 1-year mortality rate (log rank, *P* \< .001) (Fig. [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}B). Figure [4](#F4){ref-type="fig"}C further reveals the additive effect on 1-year mortality risk, for all patients, when the factors are combined. Patients who developed AKI and had an β2-MG value \>2123.50 μg/L had the highest 1-year mortality.

###### 

Cox proportional hazards analysis of the ability of β2-MG to predict 1-yr mortality when analyzed as a continuous variable.
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###### 

Cox proportional hazards analysis of the ability of β2-MG to predict 1-yr mortality when analyzed as a categorical variable.
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![Kaplan--Meier plots for cumulative 1-yr survival according to the presence of AKI (A), β2-MG category (B) and their combination (C), respectively. AKI = acute kidney injury.](medi-99-e19212-g011){#F4}

4. Discussion
=============

In this study of 403 patients with ICH, AKI was a frequent complication of those in the NICU (incidence, 35.2%). George et al reported, in a prospective study of 2155 patients with acute, first-ever stroke, reported an AKI incidence of 27%.^\[[@R5]\]^ Moreover, Burgess et al, using the AKI Network criteria to diagnose AKI, recently reported a prospective study that indicated that 31% of patients with ICH developed AKI while hospitalized.^\[[@R28]\]^ The differences in the reported AKI incidences, between the studies, may be related to the sample sizes, AKI diagnostic criteria, stroke types, and so on.

AKI, a common complication after ischemic stroke and ICH, is strongly associated with poor prognoses, including short- and long-term increases in post-stroke mortality.^\[[@R29],[@R30]\]^ Therefore, there is an urgent need to find a reliable method for the early identification of patients with a high AKI risk. Unlike acute coronary syndrome, where biomarkers (such as troponin) for early diagnoses are available, biomarkers predicting AKI are lacking. Despite its unreliability, the serum creatinine level remains the most commonly used indicator of an AKI diagnosis, at present.^\[[@R31]\]^ Hence, this study investigated β2-MG as an alternative and perhaps better predictor of AKI. The major finding of this study is that serum β2-MG levels, upon admission, are related to AKI development in hospitalized patients with ICH. For every 100 μg/L increase in serum β2-MG concentration, the prevalence of AKI increased by 6.4%. Further, the serum β2-MG concentration may be an early and useful biomarker for predicting AKI; a β2-MG cut-off level of 2026.85 μg/L may be advantageous for the early detection of AKI in patients with low serum creatinine values. Herrero-Morin et al also suggested that the serum β2-MG level may be a useful and novel biomarker, with greater diagnostic accuracy than serum creatinine, for detecting AKI in critically ill children.^\[[@R17]\]^ Similar to our findings, cleaved urinary β2-MG may be a potential marker for determining early tubular injury in Balkan endemic nephropathy and aristolochic acid nephropathy.^\[[@R32]\]^

The serum β2-MG level, measured at discharge, was proven to be a novel biomarker for predicting mortality and graft loss in a retrospective study of 2190 patients who underwent primary kidney transplantation.^\[[@R20]\]^ Studies have shown that the serum β2-MG level is a strong, independent biomarker that is predictive of cardiovascular events and mortality in stable kidney transplant recipients^\[[@R33]\]^ and in adults with CKD.^\[[@R21]\]^ Supported by these reports, our study also shows that serum β2-MG levels predict the prognoses of patients with ICH. Patients with ICH categorized into the β2-MG level \>2123.50 μg/L group had a 2-fold higher risk of in-hospital mortality than did patients in the lower β2-MG group, after adjusting for other clinical indices. Moreover, the 1-year mortality risk in the high β2-MG group was also higher than in the lower β2-MG group. Thus, this prospective study suggested that serum β2-MG levels, measured upon NICU admission, are predictive of both in-hospital and 1-year mortality, with AUCs of 0.767 and 0.788, respectively. A survival analysis, conducted 1 year after NICU admission, further indicated that serum β2-MG levels could predict the 1-year mortality of the patients in this observational study.

We also found that the APACHE II score, calculated for each patient during the first 24 hours after NICU admission, was strongly associated with the development of AKI, in-hospital mortality, and 1-year mortality for patients with ICH. The APACHE II score is a well-known and important tool for accurately predicting critically ill patient outcomes; numerous studies have verified the score as an independent predictor of AKI in critically ill patients.^\[[@R34],[@R35]\]^ The present study also found that the combined APACHE II score and serum β2-MG level provides a better prediction of AKI, in-hospital mortality, and 1-year mortality in the target patient population than either value, alone.

To our knowledge, this is the first study that has explored the potential association between serum β2-MG levels and the risks for AKI and all-cause mortality in NICU patients with ICH. Our study has several strengths, including its prospective design (prespecified protocol, analytical methods, surgical standards, and diagnostic criteria). The study also has some limitations. First, it was a single-center, observational study that recruited only 403 patients with ICH. A multi-center study, involving a larger study population is warranted to evaluate the value of β2-MG levels for predicting the incidence of AKI in NICU patients with ICH, as well as their overall prognosis. Second, only serum creatinine, and not urine output (particularly affected by the loop diuretics used by 44.2% of our patients), was used to diagnose AKI; thus, we may have underestimated the incidence of AKI. However, our study showed an AKI incidence that was consistent with a recent prospective study.^\[[@R28]\]^ Third, the temporal changes in serum and urinary β2-MG levels were not determined. Several studies have reported that urinary β2-MG levels are an early and promising biomarker of AKI and may predict the prognoses of patients with idiopathic membranous nephropathy or immunoglobulin A nephropathy.^\[[@R36],[@R37]\]^ Furthermore, we did not evaluate the risks for ESRD or new cardiovascular events in patients with ICH and who developed AKI while hospitalized.

5. Conclusion
=============

This prospective study showed that the serum β2-MG level, measured upon NICU admission, maybe an early and promising biomarker of AKI and adverse outcomes in patients with ICH in the NICU. Further research should confirm this finding, which may help clinicians take timely action to improve patient outcomes.
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